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SELF-SUBVERSION IN ANDREW ADAMSON’S 
THE LION, THE WITCH, AND THE WARDROBE
Andrew Adamson’s 2005 ﬁ lm of C. S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, made 
for the Walt Disney studio, arrived heavy with expectations. It posed itself the formidable 
task of living up to, if not surpassing, the mingled strength and delicacy of Lewis’ imaginary 
world of Narnia, its poignancy and charm. As an adaptation of the ﬁ rst in a seven-novel 
sequence, it set itself up for comparison with the Harry Potter ﬁ lms to which it alludes in its 
early steam-train scenes. With its magniﬁ cent New Zealand settings and its large-scale ﬁ nal 
battle, it invited comparison with Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings ﬁ lms, and in particular 
its deformed, evil supporters of the White Witch allude to Jackson’s masterful rendition of 
Tolkien’s orcs. More generally, as a fantasy ﬁ lm, its special effects needed at least to equal 
the current state of the art and, as a product of the Walt Disney studio, it was expected to 
embody the safely conservative family values of middle America. Finally, there was an 
expectation that the Disney studio would emphasise, perhaps even over-emphasise, the al-
legorical aspects of Lewis’ story, in which the lion Aslan functions as a Christ ﬁ gure dying to 
redeem sinful man and miraculously returning to life; behind this concern lay the perception 
that Disney ﬁ lms had been moving—not altogether successfully, in terms of their box-ofﬁ ce 
appeal—away from Christian values and the belief that the Narnian project could be an ideal 
vehicle to reassure and win back Disney’s traditional audience.
In many respects the ﬁ lm succeeds in bringing to the screen Lewis’ much-loved classic. 
There is some inspired casting for the charming faun, Mr. Tumnus (James McAvoy) and 
the unearthly, inhuman White Witch (Tilda Swinton). The ﬁ lm’s special effects range from 
the awkward (the traditional Disney-style fox) to the brilliant (the return of each petriﬁ ed 
creature to life). Far from over-emphasising Christian allegory, explicating it or apologising 
for it, the ﬁ lm shows appropriate restraint in tracing Aslan’s opposition to the Witch, his 
willing self-sacriﬁ ce, suffering, death and resurrection from the dead. This allows the story’s 
parallels to the Bible to speak to those viewers who recognise them and, for those who do 
not, to function as part of an unusually touching and serious work of high fantasy. For all its 
strengths, however, the ﬁ lm repeatedly subverts itself, undercutting the moral and spiritual 
values which it proclaims, in ways which weaken its effect.
Many such undercuttings can be found in the parallels to be drawn between the ﬁ nal 
battle between the forces of good and evil and the ﬁ lm’s opening sequences, which are 
Adamson’s addition to Lewis’ narrative. In the book, the Pevensie children are simply said 
to have been evacuated to the countryside “when they were sent away from London dur-
ing the war because of the air-raids”1. The ﬁ lm starts with grimly realistic scenes in which 
bombs are dropped from German aircraft onto the residential streets of London during the 
Blitz, and the Pevensie mother and children endure the fear, panic and misery of an air-raid 
 1 C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1959), p. 9.
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in the middle of the night. All of this, along with vignettes of the mother parting from her 
four children at the railway station, glimpses into their journey and the information that the 
father of this family is away on military service, may seem a simple expansion of Lewis’ 
text, spelling out the historical context of the children’s evacuation to a stranger’s country 
house. Considered more closely, however, these opening sequences, along with most of the 
ﬁ lm’s other departures from Lewis’ narrative, can be understood as subverting the values 
so carefully established in ﬁ lm and novel alike, casting the moral structure of this ﬁ lmic 
adaptation into disarray.
Like the book, the ﬁ lm is explicit about the moral value of warfare. It is necessary, justiﬁ -
able and ennobling—as long as one is ﬁ ghting on the right side. More than this, it is pictur-
esque. Aslan’s remarkably clean camp consists of elegantly bannered tents suggestive of the 
tournaments of Arthurian romance. The chivalric theme is alluded to in another addition to 
Lewis’ story, when Peter, his sisters and the beavers ﬁ nd themselves in danger of drowning. 
Peter sticks his sword into an ice ﬂ oe to anchor them against the ﬂ ood and then surfaces, 
sword and hand uppermost: this is not altogether convincing as a means of survival in ﬂ ood 
waters, but serves to evoke mediaeval ideals of chivalry by alluding to both Arthur’s sword 
in the stone and the origin of Excalibur, bestowed by a hand rising from a lake. 
The ﬁ lm models itself closely on the book when it takes for granted Aslan’s utter righ-
teousness in assembling an army to oppose the Witch’s forces. He commands this army and 
discusses military tactics with Peter without any evident concern for the injuries and deaths 
likely to occur. Aslan is an allegorical ﬁ gure of Christ militant, whose cause is just, his 
enemies—with the exception of the human child, Edmund and the treacherous faun—abso-
lutely evil and deserving of death. Warfare, according to this narrative, is a good and manly 
pursuit. Aslan invites Peter to earn his manhood by way of single combat with the Witch’s 
wolf and knights him as a reward for killing the creature. Battle proves the treasonous Ed-
mund’s real worth once he has become a reformed character under Aslan’s inﬂ uence. Father 
Christmas, that discerning judge of good and evil in the hearts of children, provides weapons 
as Christmas presents for the three good Pevensies, Peter, Susan and Lucy; and eventually 
Edmund is also equipped with sword and armour.
Lewis’ novel sustains its praise of a manly, just war throughout, with a caution voiced 
by Father Christmas that “battles are ugly when women ﬁ ght”2 soon swept aside by his gift 
of a bow and arrows for Susan and a dagger for Lucy. The ﬁ lm’s variant on this scene is for 
Father Christmas to comment that “battles are ugly affairs” without gender qualiﬁ cation, 
a statement whose discrepancy with the gifts he hands out is promptly challenged by Susan. 
Momentarily, the ﬁ lm calls into question one of its central moral values; interestingly, the 
words given to Father Christmas by Lewis, in contrast, touch on the aesthetics and ethics of 
women ﬁ ghting but leave untouched the rightness and beauty of war waged by men. Susan’s 
challenge is lost in the general rejoicing that Father Christmas has at last reappeared in Nar-
nia, that the Witch’s power to maintain perpetual winter is ﬁ nally on the wane. Very soon 
afterwards, in another addition to Lewis’ storyline, Susan is depicted cheerfully practising 
her archery while Lucy throws her knife at the same target and the two boys engage in mock 
combat. This scene suggests an equation between war and innocent children’s play, not an 
“ugly business” at all—so long as the child is on the right side, of course3.
 2 C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, op. cit., p. 100.
 3 Margery Hourihan diagnoses a similar “metamorphosis into a children’s game” in Lewis’ fantasies overall: “The 
protagonists of the various Narnian books are simultaneously game-playing children in their own right and adult 
kings and queens in Narnia where they engage in ongoing conﬂ icts with Narnia’s enemies.” See: Hourihan’s 
Deconstructing the Hero: Literary Theory and Children’s Literature (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 102. 
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Like these practice shots, knife-casts and duels, the actual battle turns out to have no 
adverse consequences for the winning side. It seems in both book and ﬁ lm that all those 
petriﬁ ed by the Witch can be brought back to life when Aslan breathes on them—viewers 
might wonder, however, if Aslan’s power will revive the enchanted hippogriffs who have 
been not only petriﬁ ed but shattered—and there are no indications that any of the wounded 
actually die, passing beyond the healing power of Lucy’s potion. War, then, for the good 
side, proves to be inexpensively character-building, an adventure that bonds a community to 
an unquestionably good purpose. There is no aftermath of wounds, infection, shock, trauma, 
brutalisation or mental illness. This cheerfully conﬁ dent praise of war has attracted much 
adverse criticism of Lewis’ book4, criticism to which the fantasy war sequences of the ﬁ lm 
are equally vulnerable.
Film and book alike propound the absolute distinction between the goodness of Aslan’s 
cause and followers and the evil of the Witch’s. As in Tolkien’s fantasy world of Middle 
Earth, evil is absolute, with the exceptions of Edmund and Mr. Tumnus, whose case I shall 
consider in detail later in this article. Leaving this pair aside, there is no room in either book 
or ﬁ lm for speculation whether any members of the Witch’s army might be there under du-
ress, or driven by despair, or even convinced of the goodness of their cause. Such absolute 
distinctions, coupled with extreme belief in the righteousness of one’s cause, have produced 
atrocious results in our world, scaled up to genocide during the wars of the twentieth and 
twenty-ﬁ rst centuries: both book and ﬁ lm could be accused of wicked self-righteousness in 
their advocacy of war as an absolute force for good5. To make matters worse, the ﬁ lm fol-
lows the book in its identiﬁ cation of moral evil with physical deformity6. While the Witch is 
beautiful, many of her followers are grotesquely ugly, while all of Aslan’s forces are physi-
cally attractive. This kind of equation of the physical with the moral, in our world, has led 
to accusations of witchcraft against women afﬂ icted with warts, Nazi eugenics, a contempo-
rary society that actively oppresses those too far removed from its physical ideals of health, 
youth and beauty. In this way the fantasy world of both ﬁ lm and book—like almost all other 
works of high fantasy—could be accused of promoting moral evil.
The documentary realism of the ﬁ lm’s opening sequences offers ground for a similar 
conclusion. War in our world, as it is shown here, comes in the form of bombs that destroy 
homes and threaten the lives of ordinary, innocent civilians7. There is nothing ennobling 
 4 David Holbrook mounts a sustained case against the immoral aggressiveness propounded by Lewis as the high-
est form of moral expression. “The ‘enemies’ are simply ‘given’ as such: they offer, because they are enemies, 
a menace which must be responded to. There is little sense of ‘there, but for the Grace of God, go I’—indeed, 
any such response is inhibited by the way in which those who are depicted as ‘enemies’ are deprived of human 
qualities and are dwarfs, evil spirits, witches, Calormenes, or whatever. They are ‘vermin’.” See: Holbrook’s 
The Skeleton in the Wardrobe (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 1991), p. 273.
 5 Holbrook complains that “as so often in Lewis, the solution to the spiritual problem is conceived of in terms 
of the assertion of a self-righteous hostility to enemies who are completely black, unremitting evil” (Holbrook, 
op. cit., p. 57).
 6 I am in agreement here with John Goldthwaite’s forthright condemnation of Lewis’ Chronicles: “[…] Purga-
tory, where visible signs will help us to purge ourselves of sin. In Lewis it has become corrupted into a doctrine 
that speaks of the living. The implication is clear. This is the predestined damnation of Calvinism that MacDon-
ald had wanted no part of: ugly people are ugly because they have ugly souls.” See: Goldtwaithe’s The Natural 
History of Make-Believe: A Guide to the Principal Works of Britain, Europe and America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), p. 229.
 7 As Colin Manlove comments, Lewis “was largely indifferent to history and politics. There is little in his letters 
to indicate a preoccupation with any historical event, and the Second World War seems to have served only the 
function of enabling him through radio talks to instruct people on how to get their minds above the war.” See: 
Manlove’s The Chronicles of Narnia: The Patterning of a Fantastic World (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1993), 
p. 4. The ﬁ lm’s introductory wartime sequences are thus profoundly out of keeping with Lewis’ imagination.
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about the Pevensies’ responses to the air-raid. They have no prospect of ﬁ ghting heroically. 
This attack can only in the most sardonic sense be regarded as child’s play, in that the Ger-
man bombers appear to ﬁ ght and leave without any adverse consequences to themselves; but 
in the English context of this story, the Germans are the hostile invaders against whom the 
ﬁ lm’s viewers are invited to range themselves. Emphasis is put on the plight of the vulner-
able mother and children under attack, not on the triumph of their attackers. Set against these 
realist scenes of Second World War bombing, the ﬁ lm’s gloriﬁ cation of war in the fantasy 
world appears a shabby lie. The ﬁ lm-maker could hardly have deliberately aimed for this 
effect, which undermines the entire heroic endeavour of its child warriors. Rather, the way 
in which the ﬁ lm gives an historical context to its fantasy works against the values it con-
sciously promotes, but only for the viewer dispassionate enough not to be swept along with 
the martial music and gorgeous spectacle. 
The most devastating of these inadvertent self-subversions occurs in the parallel between 
the bomb-dropping sequence at the start and the scene in which Aslan’s hippogriffs ﬂ y above 
the Witch’s army, dropping large rocks on them. For an audience familiar with the iconog-
raphy of English and American ﬁ lms about World War II, the bomb-dropping sequence 
draws upon the conventional distinction between our side (the good, long-suffering English 
victims) and their side (the monstrously, inhumanly evil Germans), and so reinforces Lewis’ 
concept of a righteous war. For the child viewer, the contrast between the sinister bombers 
and the vividly depicted child victims, soon to become the story’s heroes, works to set up the 
same dichotomy. Yet this comforting split between good and evil is subverted by a different 
parallel that can be drawn between the realist German bombers and the hippogriffs—talking 
animals who make no appearance in Lewis’ text. Once this parallel has been noted, suddenly 
the moral difference between the two sides in the fantasy war becomes questionable. Might 
Aslan’s warriors for good be as ruthless in their killing as the German ﬁ ghters? Might those 
under attack from falling rocks be as deserving of the viewer’s sympathies as the Pevensies 
in London during the Blitz? Such considerations have the potential to unravel the ﬁ lm’s 
moral argument on war.
There is a further problem with the ﬁ nal battle scene, one primarily of military rather 
than moral dimension, though it does add to the sense that nothing in this battle is of serious 
consequence for the side of good. As with most fantasy ﬁ lms, the ﬁ ghting sequences in The 
Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe are designed for dramatic spectacle rather than plausibil-
ity. For example, the humans and Witch wear protective armour but the centaurs gallop into 
battle without even a shield to protect their unclad human torsos (though, inconsistently, 
they are clad in armour while they are waiting in camp). On a larger scale, something is 
seriously amiss with the tactics of Aslan’s side as elaborated in the ﬁ lm. Peter has positioned 
his reserves on a cliff, waiting to shoot their arrows once the enemy has been lured into 
a narrow valley by his main force’s staged retreat. This much is plausible as good general-
ship. However, his main body of troops initially waits on a hillside slope while the enemy 
mass lower down, obliging them to run uphill to join battle. Good strategy would dictate that 
Peter keep the advantage of the higher ground, forcing the enemy to meet him wearied from 
their run uphill, but he throws away this advantage when he leads a charge down the slope to 
a level area of grassy ground where the armies clash. Such a setting affords exciting large-
scale dramatic spectacle, strongly reminiscent of the massed battle scenes in Jackson’s Lord 
of the Rings. Where the armies of Tolkien’s Middle Earth meet on level ground, however, 
the novelist is always careful to explain why: a city is under siege or the forces of good are 
deliberately provoking an attack on suicidally unfavourable terms to distract Sauron from 
events within Mordor. In contrast, Adamson’s invention of a ﬂ at battle-ground for which Pe-
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ter surrenders the advantage of height, seems designed for impressive aerial shots of massed 
troops in movement in deﬁ ance of military plausibility.
In this instance, the ﬁ lm weakens itself by adhering to the tired conventions of fantasy 
ﬁ lm battles, an adherence shown up by the bombing scenes where there is no hint of aban-
doning military advantage for the sake of spectacle. The ﬁ lm lands itself in a related form of 
trouble in its evocations of Narnian landscape earlier on, when it attains the glossy allure of 
travel advertisements. According to Lewis’ storyline, winter has been unnaturally prolonged 
by the Witch for a hundred years, a period of tyranny and death. No birds sing; trees neither 
ﬂ ower nor fruit. Narnia should enjoy the orderly progression of a temperate climate’s four 
seasons, but the Witch has ﬁ xed Narnian winter at an icy extreme, a season of stuckness 
associated with the petriﬁ cation of any creature that displeases her. The ﬁ lm’s rendition of 
Narnian winter, however, tends to the sublime and magniﬁ cent. There are some less attrac-
tive night-time sequences in which characters struggle through blue-grey wintry wastes, 
unable to see very far, but the ﬁ lm’s daylight sequences of Narnian rock formations, hills, 
cliffs, rivers and expanses of snow would grace a New Zealand travel brochure. As the good 
Pevensie children travel through this countryside, the untrodden whiteness suggests not so 
much sterility and death as a paradise for the skier. This impression is enhanced by the ﬁ lm’s 
music, accompanying the children’s journeys through this glorious whiteness, music with 
Celtic and meditative New Age elements that quicken to excitement but never to discord. 
There is thus a consistent discrepancy between the moral value assigned to the wintry condi-
tions as symptomatic of the Witch’s evil rule, and the attractive visual and aural representa-
tion afforded to them in the ﬁ lm.
With these, mainly New Zealand settings, the ﬁ lm’s director is following the example 
set by Peter Jackson’s adaptations of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings; but there is a crucial moral 
difference between the ice-bound world of Lewis’ Narnia and the various landscapes of 
Tolkien’s Middle Earth. Outside Mordor, Middle Earth’s countryside, forest and wilderness 
are under threat from the forces of evil but not overwhelmed by them. In Jackson’s ﬁ lms the 
New Zealand landscape, like Tolkien’s prose, evokes the beauty that is in danger of spoilage, 
the pity and terror of its loss, whereas Narnia under the Witch’s rule should seem more like 
the corrupted land of Mordor. Adamson has not found a ﬁ lmic way to convey the extended 
horror of the Witch’s reign. Instead, he provides settings that allure. It might be argued that 
he is reassuring the child audience with both settings and music that the Witch’s reign will 
not endure, that the essential beauty of Narnia has not been destroyed, that good persists and 
will ultimately triumph: even so, it is a fair complaint that there is little or no hint in these 
daylight landscape settings that anything at all is amiss in the world of Narnia under the 
Witch’s rule.
The ﬁ lm’s extended depiction of twentieth century Britain under attack, with its self-sub-
versive parallels to the war in Narnia, also provides a not altogether supportive context for 
the resolution to that war, the crowning of the four human monarchs. In another of the ﬁ lm’s 
additions to Lewis’ text, when Edmund is imprisoned in the Witch’s castle, he talks to his fel-
low-captive, Mr. Tumnus, a conversation interrupted by the Witch when she asks the faun, 
“Do you know why you are here?” He replies, “Because I believe in a free Narnia.” This 
dialogue, indeed the whole scene, has no counterpart in the novel. The faun’s commitment to 
a “free Narnia” resonates with the British war effort, but more so with the Resistance against 
the Nazis in occupied Europe. “Freedom,” in this context, means a return to the prior regime, 
casting off the threat or reality of foreign invasion and usurpation of government. The faun’s 
rallying cry for a free Narnia arguably draws attention to the fact that Narnia is destined to be 
ruled by four foreigners with no intrinsic claim to the throne: their right appears to be based 
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on Aslan’s approval and a prophecy. The book gives no clues as to why these foreigners are 
needed to rescue Narnia from its woes. It was not until he wrote the prequel, The Magician’s 
Nephew, that Lewis worked out a founding myth to account for the wardrobe, the lamppost, 
the Witch and the intervention of humans in Narnian affairs—but not for the requirement 
that four humans rule at Cair Paravel. For both book and ﬁ lm of The Lion, the Witch and the 
Wardrobe, Narnian politics are open to question: why are its inhabitants incapable of freeing 
themselves with Aslan’s help, and why do the human beings need do no more than mani-
fest in the land in order for the Witch’s power over the weather to lapse? Freedom, for the 
Narnians, is dependent on the arrival of beings from another world whose coming they can 
neither induce nor hasten. Lewis diverts attention from these puzzling aspects of the story 
by laying stress on the redemptive return of Aslan. Moreover, the appropriateness of British 
rule would have been far more self-evident for the book’s original British audience, shortly 
after the end of World War II. 
The choice of British rulers for Narnia thus appeals to a British patriotism much less 
available to the 2005 ﬁ lm than to the 1950 book. The choice of human rulers for Narnia is 
potentially more problematic still for a 2005, in comparison with a 1950, audience. This 
privileging of the human being appeals to a still-potent Biblical precedent, to the start of 
Genesis where humans are given dominion over all the other created beings of the world. 
Manlove, for instance, says that the children are “the sovereign human element long missing 
from the hierarchy of rational or “Talking Beasts” of Narnia, and in that sense they belong 
most fully to that world”8. On close examination, however, Genesis offers little or no prec-
edent for Narnia. The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe makes no theological claims that 
Aslan has given to human beings in general, dominion over all the created beings of Narnia. 
There is no evidence that Narnia’s talking inhabitants are lesser than human beings in terms 
of sentience or soul: in fact, Lewis explicitly gives them souls in the Chronicles’ ﬁ nal vol-
ume. The Biblical parallel works only in the vaguest of ways. This argument applies to both 
book and ﬁ lm, of course. Where the ﬁ lm is disadvantaged in comparison with the book is 
with regard to the damage to our world’s other inhabitants perpetrated by human beings with 
increasing intensity over the last half-century, to the point, perhaps, where it is irreversible 
and irreparable. The plight of Earth’s wildlife and forests under human dominion would 
argue against the wisdom of setting humans to rule over Narnian beavers and badgers and 
dryads. Wisely, the ﬁ lm draws no attention to this troubling Earthly context for the four 
humans’ coronation.
Instead, both ﬁ lm and book emphasise connections between the proper rule of a country 
and family harmony. Lewis implies this when he bestows the monarchy on all four Pevensie 
children. No reason is given for this fourfold monarchy except that it has been prophesied, 
and that the Witch has plotted to disunite the family by pretending to offer Edmund sover-
eignty over his brother and sisters who are to be his courtiers, according to the novel, but his 
servants in the ﬁ lm’s nastier version. The preservation of family unity overrides all historical 
precedents as to the failure of joint monarchy. Hierarchy is not absent: Peter, as the ﬁ rst-
born, is High King, and above all four, Aslan is overlord. Nevertheless, the four monarchs 
rule without observing any hierarchy amongst themselves—as appears from the evidence of 
the novel—and achieve both amity and wisdom.
Family is important for Aslan, too, in the ﬁ lm, but in a different sense from the sibling 
bonds of the Pevensie monarchs. Talking to Peter shortly before the battle and looking out 
over the Narnian army, the ﬁ lm’s Aslan says, “I too want my family safe.” Aslan’s subjects 
 8 Manlove, op. cit., p. 34.
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are his family: he is their father9, as both warlord and spiritual ruler, in a more traditionally 
hierarchical model of rule. Like so many of the ﬁ lm’s other additions to Lewis’ dialogue, 
however, Aslan’s comment can be understood as inadvertently subversive. By drawing to 
the viewer’s attention the idea of Narnian subjects as family, it makes prominent the issue 
that it is only Edmund, not a member of Aslan’s Narnian family, whom the Lion is prepared 
to save by offering up his own life. In so far as Aslan is an allegorical ﬁ gure of Christ, the 
argument could be mounted that this loving god cares for all his family, all of creation, in all 
the worlds. Even so, a problem remains. Mr. Tumnus has at least as much claim as Edmund 
to Aslan’s sacriﬁ cial compassion, but though he is as repentant of his treachery as Edmund, 
the faun is not the one singled out for Aslan’s supreme act of self-sacriﬁ ce. 
It is not at all clear why Aslan’s notion of his family, for whom he cares, extends only to 
the good Narnians. As a spiritual overlord, an allegorical ﬁ gure of Christ, he can be under-
stood when mentioning his wish that his family should be safe, to be alluding to the parables 
of the Prodigal Son and the Good Shepherd; yet he gives no care to his own people who 
have gone astray. Rather, the ﬁ lm is in general accord with the book in associating Aslan 
with the apocalyptic Christ militant who punishes all evil, irrevocably dividing sheep from 
goats. Against this background, the ﬁ lm’s evocation of Aslan as a loving Christ ﬁ gure caring 
for his family seems unwise. 
This unwisdom is most apparent in yet another of the ﬁ lm’s interpolations. When Lucy 
is appealing to Aslan to save Edmund, the ultimate reason she can give to sway him is that 
“he is our brother”. On hearing this, Aslan immediately agrees to do what he must to save 
Edmund, even though the boy is not part of his Narnian family and though Lucy is asserting 
the prime value of family by blood, not the spiritual family dear to Aslan’s heart. It could be 
argued, again, that Aslan as Christ is spiritual overlord of both Narnia and our world, and 
that Edmund is as much a member of his family as any of Narnia’s talking animals; yet this 
still leaves unexplained why the plight of the Narnian family in the ﬁ gure of that repentant 
traitor, Mr. Tumnus, does not stir him to sacriﬁ ce his life. Family may operate as a supreme 
value in this ﬁ lm, as it does in so many other Disney ﬁ lms, but only if that family happens to 
be human and deﬁ ned by ties of blood.
Aslan as a father ﬁ gure, though caring for his family’s welfare, has been mysteriously 
absent along with that other benevolent father ﬁ gure, Father Christmas, for at least a century, 
during which the Witch has tyrannised Narnia. The idea of Aslan as a good but absent father 
is present in Lewis’ text, but the ﬁ lm markedly emphasises it, not only with the dialogue 
that I have just discussed but also with its extended treatment of two other good but absent 
fathers who are hardly mentioned in the book. According to the novel, Mr. Tumnus’ house 
contains the portrait of an elderly, grey-haired faun, whom the reader may presume to be his 
father. The ﬁ lm elaborates on this when Mr. Tumnus explains to Lucy that this is a picture 
of his good, beloved father who went away to war a hundred years ago, and presumably fell 
victim to the Witch. Tumnus the younger weeps with shame when he thinks how much his 
father would disapprove of his treacherous behaviour towards Lucy. In the air-raid sequence 
at the start of the ﬁ lm, Edmund rushes back into the house to rescue “Dad”—not the inca-
pacitated human being that one might assume to be left behind as mother and children hurry 
to the air-raid shelter, but a photograph of a man in military uniform. Edmund is prepared, 
then, to risk his own life to save his father, if only in the symbolic form of a photograph. The 
father, then, is hugely valued, even over-valued in Edmund’s case.
 9 There is mention of an Emperor who rules over all in this book, but he remains no more than a name. While 
Christ is the Son in the Christian Trinity, in Narnia’s theology Aslan functions as both father and, in The 
Magician’s Nephew, creator god.
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If fathers are over-valued, mothers are put ﬁ rmly in their place as subordinates, their 
rightful role being that of the nurturer. While the ﬁ lm contains a couple of ideal fathers in the 
elder Mr. Tumnus and Aslan, its mothers are imperfect. In Lewis’ book, Mrs. Beaver epito-
mises the ideal mother and wife under patriarchy, hospitable, nurturing and a provider of 
plentiful good food and drink. The ﬁ lm adds qualities of fussiness and vanity, rendering her 
in symbolic terms more a daughter of Eve than either of the two human girls. Mrs. Pevensie, 
who does not appear as a character in her own right in the book, is presented in the ﬁ lm as 
a victim of war, who can do little more than try to protect her children, weep, hug them and 
reluctantly send them away. The ﬁ lm’s Witch, as in the book, parodies the ideal mother10, 
living in a desolate castle, making a pretence of hospitality and nurturance when she wraps 
Edmund in her furs and gives him a hot drink and Turkish delight to eat. She functions as 
the cruel opposite to Mrs. Pevensie, instantly offering to adopt the unlikeable Edmund, urg-
ing him to visit her in the palace which turns out to be the point from which war radiates 
across Narnia. The mother without the father, then, in this ﬁ lm’s patriarchal economy, is 
either a helpless victim or a monstrous torturer of children, one whom it is fully justiﬁ ed 
to kill. As rule-giver and rule-enforcer, the Professor’s housekeeper has a more expanded 
and less pleasant role in the ﬁ lm than in the book, where she is a marginal character. When 
she threatens to send the children to sleep in the stable if they keep misbehaving, the ﬁ lm’s 
Professor intervenes, telling her to give Lucy a cup of hot chocolate. She thus moves, under 
patriarchal authority, away from a petty version of the Witch’s tyranny, towards the role of 
mother as nurturer. 
Ann Swinfen argues for Lewis’s “submerged, but very clear, dislike of women”11 with 
particular reference to the ﬁ nal fate of Susan in The Last Battle, where she is excluded from 
entry into heaven on the grounds that she has grown too much interested in earthly, implic-
itly sexual matters. The ﬁ lm version of Susan registers a different kind of disapproval of 
the woman refusing the patriarchal role of obedient subordinate. The ﬁ lm’s Lucy remains 
essentially unchanged throughout the ﬁ lm, the divine father’s faithful, loving and best-loved 
child, though she loses her babyish lisp in Narnia. The book’s Susan is shown attempting to 
mother her siblings, with mixed success. As with the boys’ relation to the father, she in no 
way supplants her mother. The ﬁ lm’s Susan behaves similarly but is also prepared to voice 
objections. While in the book she at least once advocates the taking of risks12, in the ﬁ lm 
she is the voice of prudence at best and cowardice at worst. She suggests that the children 
promptly return to the everyday world once they have entered Narnia. Similarly, she recoils 
from danger when they are faced with crossing a frozen river just as its ice is breaking up—
another episode with no counterpart in the book. The ﬁ lm’s Susan also objects when Father 
Christmas appears, saying that this is just too much to believe. There is nothing intrinsically 
wrong about these comments. Though allegorically they can be understood as revealing 
a soul lacking faith and trust, they are also the voice of common sense. The ﬁ lm’s Peter 
eventually rebukes her, not for cowardice or lack of faith, but for being “smart”. After this, 
Susan becomes compliant, even cheerful, and shows no more signs of independent thought. 
Meanwhile Peter is being encouraged to take on the role of campaign planner. Intelligence, 
the ﬁ lm suggests in good patriarchal fashion, is admirable in boys but not in girls. 
 10 See, for example: Hourihan’s extended analysis of the Witch’s evil as female sexuality threatening to the patri-
archy in Deconstructing the Hero, pp. 182-183. 
 11 See: Ann Swinfen, In Defence of Fantasy: A Study of the Genre in English and American Literature since 1945 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984), p. 156.
 12 See, for example: her statement in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe: “Shan’t we have to risk it?” said 
Susan. “I mean, it’s no good just standing here and I feel I want some dinner” (Lewis, op. cit., p. 62).
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Lucy, who is the only Pevensie child not to question the reality of Narnia, remains 
Aslan’s dear child. For those of the ﬁ lm’s viewers who know the whole story of Narnia, 
Susan’s eventual fate is being prepared each time she voices an objection. The patriarchal 
system which the ﬁ lm endorses, its idealisation of fathers, qualiﬁ ed approbation of mothers 
and disapproval of any female character who voices an opinion of her own, can be regarded 
as a form of social predestination. Within its system, right and wrong behaviour are deﬁ ned 
partly by gender roles and partly by hierarchy. The ﬁ rst-born son, Peter, grows up in the 
course of the ﬁ lm, as in the book, to achieve regal manhood while remaining under patriar-
chal authority. His brother Edmund settles down well, after his initial sulky rebelliousness, 
to function as his elder brother’s right hand man, becoming king but not high king, ﬁ ghting 
well but not well enough to avoid being mortally wounded. 
Predestination is also apparent in the form of the prophecy. The children’s doubts and 
demurrals as they ﬁ nd out what is expected of them in Narnia have little force for their ﬁ lm 
or book audience. Such refusals are typical of hero-quest narrative, particularly at the start 
of an adventure, but their force is sapped as soon as the beavers reveal that four humans will 
conquer the Witch’s army and rule in Cair Paravel. Fantasy authors sometimes deal with the 
problem of predestination by rendering their prophecies gnomic or setting up rival prophecies. 
Lewis’ prophecy is clear, and he sensibly keeps the children’s doubts to a minimum, allowing 
just enough to avoid making his heroes appear smugly conﬁ dent. The ﬁ lm’s children are much 
more hesitant; the psychological realism of their refusals and hesitations is undermined by the 
viewer’s assurance that of course they will undertake the prophesied adventure and succeed.
Predestination thus has the potential to make the hero-questers appear to be just going 
through the motions, much as the patriarchal system makes Peter’s development to become 
the magniﬁ cent High King almost a matter of course. Prophecy and patriarchy alike take 
away the element of free will, rendering the story less authentic, less real. This is akin to the 
effect of the ﬁ lm’s rendition of Narnian battle as both intensely consequential for the peoples 
of Narnia and utterly without adverse consequences for the victors, while the vanquished 
vanish away: just child’s play. Lewis himself can be charged with subverting the seriousness 
of his own story of sin and redemption by the abruptness of his book’s ending, in which the 
Pevensie children tumble back into our world, returning to their original shapes and sizes 
and ages. How are these characters, who have grown up, ruled a country, witnessed a Christ 
ﬁ gure sacriﬁ ce himself to redeem sinful man and return from the dead, to resume life as child 
evacuees? The Professor, in both book and ﬁ lm, asserts the reality of all that occurred in Nar-
nia, to counteract the possibility that the audience might dismiss the whole series of events 
as make-believe. Nevertheless, the lack of consequence for the returned children, who seem 
just as they had been, weakens the case for the high seriousness of the story. While Lewis 
is in some danger of undermining his own fantasy with its abrupt ending, it is the ﬁ lm ver-
sion which is much more thoroughly self-subversive, undermining its own professed moral 
values with almost every addition and alteration it makes to Lewis’ text.
Make-believe is at its most apparent in the ﬁ lm when the Witch’s supporters evanesce 
after the battle, but there is a curious scene, towards the start of the ﬁ lm, when Lucy returns 
from Narnia, out of the wardrobe, and she too evanesces, fading from sight like a ghost as 
she takes her ﬁ rst steps in the ordinary everyday world. Book and ﬁ lm are premised on the 
indubitable reality of the characters in our world, but for a brief moment this premise is un-
dermined. If the high seriousness of Aslan’s world of Narnia is in danger of being reduced 
to make-believe by the ﬁ lm’s self-subversions, Lucy’s fade renders our world equally insub-
stantial, until the moral weight of the whole narrative is in danger of disappearing like those 
vanishing warriors, like that vanishing child.
Self-Subversion in Andrew Adamson’s The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe
